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Caciques (also known as kurakas in the Andes) figure predominately in the 
historiography of colonial Latin America. As hereditary leaders of native lineages, 
caciques are seen as playing a key leadership role in both their native communities and in 
the ruling apparatus of the colonial state. The same is true for the historiography of the 
Guaraní missions – the largest and most prosperous of all the Catholic missions among 
indigenous peoples of Spanish America. In contrast, this article shows that caciques were 
both necessary and superfluous in the governing structure of the Guaraní missions. While 
some caciques actively exercised leadership roles, adherence to male primogeniture 
succession made caciques primarily into placeholders for preserving cacicazgos.  
Throughout Spanish America, the term “cacique” was broadly used in reference 
to native hereditary leaders. The position had both pre-Colombian roots particular to its 
specific indigenous group and characteristics derived from Spanish practices. Within the 
Spanish hierarchy, caciques were considered natural lords, and as such, received benefits 
associated with nobility such as exemption from taxes and use of the honorific “don” (a 
term that referred only to truly aristocratic Spaniards at the time) (Mumford 2012, 57).
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Still, a cacique’s authority, obligations, and privileges were not well defined and varied 
both regionally and temporally.
2
 Despite such lack of elucidation, “cacique” generally 
referred to the hereditary Indian leader of a cacicazgo. According to Ronald Spores, a 
cacicazgo can be provisionally defined “as the sum and combination of all traditional 
rights, duties, privileges, obligations, services, lands, and properties pertaining to the title 
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of a native ruler…whose right to the title was established by verification of direct descent 
from antecedent supreme lords of designated areas” (1967, 117).   
As native leaders, caciques had to balance the demands of both Spanish officials 
and the Indian members of their cacicazgo. On one hand, Crown officials expected 
caciques to comply with demands made by the colonial state, of which a primary 
obligation was the collection of tribute and organization of the labor service demanded of 
the members of their cacicazgo. On the other hand, cacicazgo members expected their 
cacique to represent and defend their interests, protect them from exploitation, and 
properly manage the land and property belonging to the cacicazgo (Powers 1995, 108). 
Essentially, caciques served as intermediaries or go-betweens who balanced the interests 
of the state, their followers, and themselves.  
Until recently, scholarship of New Spain has presented Mesoamerican caciques as 
having lost their power and wealth by the late colonial period as other native leaders took 
their place. In contrast, more recent scholarship has shown that at least in some cases 
caciques successfully took actions to maintain their social, political, and economic 
importance by taking on new governing roles and gaining access to land and other 
resources.
3
 As Yanna Yannakakis argues, “many caciques proved remarkably adept at 
molding themselves to new political and economic conditions, and reconstituting their 
sources of power” (2008, 151).  
Scholarship of the Andes also shows that caciques retained their position as 
important native hereditary lords until the late colonial period. In Upper Peru, Sinclair 
Thomson, Sergio Serulnikov, and Elizabeth Penry argue that Crown reforms undermined 
the role of caciques and led to a crisis of the cacicazgo in the eighteenth century.
4
 In 
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contrast, David Garrett did not find that caciques lost their importance or underwent crisis 
in Cusco during the same period. Rather, Garrett argues that some caciques found ways 
to preserve and legitimate their authority. Often, they used the legal system and claimed 
rights based on hereditary rights (2005, 148-80). 
Throughout the colonial period, caciques in Spanish America referred to lineage 
when they asserted or defended their rights to the position and its associated privileges. 
Among the Aymara of La Paz, Thomson claims that disputes over succession frequently 
revolved around subtleties in kinship relationships and bloodlines, thus showing that 
native leaders were highly conscious of their own genealogy and that of any possible 
contenders (2002, 27-35 and 64-105). For late seventeenth and early eighteenth century 
Oaxaca, Yannakakis shows that some caciques asserted rights over communal 
landholdings based on lineage, generally following direct descent along a male line 
(2008, 136). For Central Mexico, Peter Villella shows that some caciques appropriated 
and used the concept of limpieza de sangre based on lineage in eighteenth century 
judicial proceedings (Villella 2011). 
Assertions about bloodline made sense given that caciques had become hereditary 
positions. While acknowledging varied pre-Colombian succession practices, the Spanish 
Crown generally expected that the position would pass from father to eldest son.
5
 Even 
with the emphasis on male primogeniture succession, Spanish officials removed caciques 
who they found uncooperative and replaced them with individuals with less legitimate 
hereditary antecedents. Still, Spanish officials found that they could not disregard descent 
lines. As Jeremy Mumford argues for the Andes, the position remained loosely hereditary 
 4 
because caciques needed popular legitimacy in the form of hereditary antecedents in 
order to be effective leaders (2012, 96).  
 Cacique leadership in the Guaraní missions generally followed hereditary 
succession like elsewhere in the Americas but many of the obligations and privileges 
associated with this position differed. Guaraní caciques were not responsible for 
collecting tribute from cacicazgo members. Instead, a mission used its trade revenues to 
pay all of the tribute accrued by its inhabitants. Furthermore, even though caciques and 
their first sons were exempt from tribute like elsewhere, this privilege had little practical 
effect for the caciques given that the mission paid tribute on behalf of all of its 
inhabitants. Another striking difference is that cacicazgos did not own land or other 
property in the Guaraní missions, and thus, caciques did not have an entail over 
cacicazgo property. Instead, the mission population collectively owned the land and 
property. While a cacique might distribute plots of land for farming to each nuclear 
family in his or her cacicazgo, the land belonged to the mission rather than the cacique or 
cacicazgo.
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 Additionally, while cacicazgo members might help a cacique with his house 
or fields, they did not pay tribute or service to their cacique and caciques were not 
exempt from agricultural or other labor (Cardiel 1989, 68).  
Most scholarship about the governing structure of the Guaraní missions highlights 
the important leadership role played by caciques. As many scholars have argued, 
caciques were integral in the founding of missions. The Guaraní generally joined a 
mission as a part of a cacicazgo with the cacique as their leader (called teýy-ru or tuvichá 
by the Guaraní before joining the missions). In order to convince the Indians to join a 
mission, the Jesuits had to negotiate with this leader the terms under which he and his 
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followers would agree to join a mission (Kern 1982, 40-41; Soares 1997, 172-202; 
Avellaneda 1999). In response to the various threats associated with European expansion, 
many Guaraní saw the missions as offering the potential for some level of self-
preservation and defense and reconstitution of their communities (Avellaneda 1999; Reff 
1998). 
In recent years, a growing number of ethnohistorical studies highlight the 
continued leadership role of caciques throughout the lifespan of the Guaraní missions. 
Barbara Ganson argues that the Jesuits used caciques and cacicazgos to provide the 
continuity and stability necessary for the missions to function properly and prosper 
economically (2003, 58). Similarly, Guillermo Wilde argues that caciques and their 
followers were the base of the mission’s political system and were fundamental in its 
continuity and dynamism (2009, 23). In recognizing the importance of caciques, Arno 
Alvarez Kern argues that even though the Jesuits created new leadership positions, 
caciques persisted in importance and that instead of declining or disappearing, their 
political role became more complex as they inserted themselves into the new political 
reality (1982, 42). Wilde further claims that caciques took advantage of these new 
leadership opportunities – cabildo positions, artisan and trade occupations, and military 
offices – to build their own prestige and legitimacy (2009, 51). 
These scholars recognize that cacique succession became more strictly heredity in 
the Guaraní missions but they do not suggest that this change weakened the institution. 
Ganson points to the Jesuits making the caciques into hereditary positions (2003, 58). In 
contrast, both Wilde and Kern acknowledge that cacique succession was often hereditary 
before European contact (Wilde 2009, 56 and 141-42 and 2006, 140-41; Kern 1982, 38-
 6 
43). Wilde argues that the Guaraní practiced a more flexible form of hereditary 
succession based on a broader interpretation of father-to-son succession than did 
Spaniards. He claims that ethnographic research shows that the Guaraní did not limit the 
successor “son” to only the biological son of the former cacique; rather, the successor 
“son” was chosen from close family members pertaining to a particular generation. 
Among such eligible candidates, the Guaraní chose the most capable leader.
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 While 
Wilde uses cacique succession disputes to argue that the Guaraní continued to assert this 
more liberal interpretation of father-to-son succession under the mission regime, the fact 
that most of these disputes only occurred when a cacique died without a biological son 
suggests that male primogeniture succession still prevailed whenever possible (Wilde 
2009, 137-44 and 2006, 139-44).  
In contrast to scholarship that emphasizes the important leadership role of 
caciques in the missions, Branislava Susnik argued in the 1960s that the creation of new 
leadership positions undermined the caciques, and as a result, they lost power and 
authority. Susnik claims that rather than opening new opportunities for caciques as Kern 
and Wilde argue, the new positions enabled others to usurp power from the caciques. As 
a result, caciques lost importance as leaders (Susnik 1966, 33-34). “The transition of the 
status of a powerful, authoritative, and eloquent cacique to the simple representative of 
the numerical cacicazgo unit (which is what the cacicazgos subsequently became) 
undoubtedly varied according to cacicazgos and circumstances, but in all cases the old 
leader lost his influence over his followers” (Susnik 1966, 32). In contrast to caciques, 
Susnik argues that cacicazgos remained important as an institution for organizing the 
population.  
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Susnik correctly assesses that the position of cacique had a reduced leadership 
role in the missions and that the cacicazgo played a more important role than the cacique, 
but she is wrong to blame the creation of new leadership positions as the cause of the 
caciques’ decline. Abundant evidence clearly shows that some caciques accessed these 
new positions and thereby created a larger leadership role for themselves in the missions. 
I argue instead that instituting male primogeniture succession weakened the caciques’ 
authority and power, and as a result, caciques primarily functioned as placeholders or 
figureheads of their cacicazgo and secondarily, if they had leadership qualities, as active 
leaders.  
Limiting the successor to the eldest son of the former cacique meant that caciques 
were not always capable or willing leaders, and evidence confirms instances where 
cacicazgo members did not respect or obey their caciques. By taking into account 
leadership qualities and not just descent, the assortment of new positions available in the 
missions provided the necessary flexibility to compensate for such shortcomings in male 
primogeniture succession. Such positions provided both leadership roles for non-caciques 
who possessed leadership qualities but not the proper bloodline and additional leadership 
opportunities for caciques thought to be more capable. Even though the caciques’ role as 
active mission leaders and intermediaries has been overstated in the historiography, 
caciques continued to serve an important purpose in the mission. As the placeholder or 
figurehead of their cacicazgos, they played a key role in organizing the mission 
population for counting purposes: the distribution goods, attendance at religious services 
and work projects, and calculation of tribute on the part of their cacicazgo members.  
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Guaraní Leadership 
Anthropologists describe four levels of Guaraní social organization prior to 
European influence – teýy, amundá, teko’a, and guará – each with its own leader. At the 
most basic level, the Guaraní organized themselves into separate extended families or 
lineage groups called teýys.
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 A single teýy contained from ten to more than sixty nuclear 
families (up to approximately 200 to 350 individuals) that shared a large, communal 
house. It was the most important organizational unit for the Guaraní. Each teýy exercised 
a high degree of autonomy and functioned as a single political and economic unit (Susnik 
1979-1980, 18-20; Souza 2002, 229; Kern 1985, 32-35).
9
  
In an effort to collectively protect themselves against their enemies, a group of 
teýys sometimes joined together to form a village or an amundá. The next level of 
organization – teko’a – consisted of either a village or a group of villages and was not 
easily distinguishable from an amundá. The highest level of organization – a group of 
teko’a – formed a guará. These larger groupings of Guaraní occurred infrequently and 
endured for only a short period of time. Special circumstances such as group warfare or 
large celebrations created conditions suitable for their formation. After accomplishing the 
intended goal, these larger formations often broke apart due to the proclivity for 
autonomy at the lower levels of social organization, especially at the level of the teýy. 
Every successive organizational unit above the teýy experienced greater instability and 
likelihood of fissure (Soares 1997).  
According to anthropologists, each level of social organization had its own leader. 
A teýy-ru (father of the teýy) led the teýy, a tuvichá led the amundá and the teko’a, and a 
mburuvichá led the guará.
10
 The teýy-ru exercised the most authority. The teýy-ru was 
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responsible for governing the members of the extended family that made up the teýy and 
for maintaining relationships with other groups of Guaraní. Within the teýy, the teýy-ru 
resolved disputes, cultivated unity, and organized collective labor and the distribution of 
goods. Externally, the teýy-ru maintained relations with other teýys through warfare, 
diplomacy, and marriage alliances (Susnik 1983, 127-131; Soares 1997).  
Guaraní leaders used marriage to build social relations. Often girl children 
married adult males. The Guaraní also showed a preference for marriage with a cross 
cousin, in other words a cousin from a parent’s opposite-sexed sibling. In contrast, 
marriage with a parallel cousin or a cousin from a parent’s same sex sibling was 
considered incest by some Guaraní.
11
 The Guaraní practice of polygamy both signaled 
prestige and served a diplomatic purpose. A teýy-ru built connections with other teýys by 
having multiple wives. While a wife resided in her husband’s teko’a, uxorilocal tradition 
meant that she remained a part of her parents’ teýy (Susnik 1983, 83-84).  
Like other Indian chieftains, Guaraní leadership exhibited fluidity and flexibility 
(Earle 1997). A man could become a teýy-ru by uniting some forty males related to him 
through blood or marriage ties (Susnik 1983, 127). Leaders could either gain prestige and 
authority by attracting new followers or lose prestige and authority by losing followers. 
Loosely based on lineage, leadership positions were generally hereditary but they did not 
necessarily pass from father to son. The Guaraní did not interpret hereditary succession in 
a strictly vertical sense; a position could legitimately pass to a son or a nephew via the 
sister or brother of the former cacique (Wilde 2009, 141). The successor not only had to 
belong to his predecessor’s lineage, he also needed to possess personal characteristics 
such as eloquence, generosity, and prestige gained through warfare (Wilde 2006, 127-
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37). Jesuit missionary Antonio Ruiz de Montoya acknowledged that many Guaraní 
leaders inherited their position, but many also acquired such status due to the eloquence 
of their speech (1993, 48).  
Within Guaraní society, teýy-rus shared power with shamans. Rather than 
competing for power with the teýy-rus, shamans generally served a different. While a 
teýy-ru maintained human relations, a shaman was responsible for relations with the 
spiritual world. Sometimes the distinction between a shaman and a teýy-ru blurred. A 
teýy-ru could become a shaman and a shaman could become a teýy-ru. Such a 
combination of spiritual and temporal powers depended on the ability to successfully 
build networks and attract followers (Wilde 2009, 120-21).
12
  
 While the Jesuits tried to eliminate shamans, the position of teýy-ru (now called 
cacique) and their associated lineage group (now called cacicazgo) remained important 
under the mission regime. The Guaraní generally joined a mission as part of a cacicazgo 
and although some cacicazgos disappeared, many continued and even traced their roots 
back to when they joined the mission (Wilde 2009, 103; Escandón 1965, 107-108). 
Cacicazgo membership continued to define Guaraní residential patterns even though the 
Jesuits built nuclear family housing units in the missions so that cacicazgo members no 
longer shared a single communal house. Cacicazgos formed separate neighborhoods with 
members of a single cacicazgo inhabiting the same row or rows of houses (Gutiérrez 
1975, 127).  
Mission Indians spent a lot of time with the other members of their cacicazgo. In 
addition to living in close proximity to other cacicazgo members, Jesuit missionaries 
describe many activities as structured around the lineage group. The Guaraní received 
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plots of land for farming and worked together on communal work projects based on 
cacicazgo membership (Escandón 1965, 107-108; Cardiel 1989, 68; Cardiel 1919, 474). 
The mission population was also divided into cacicazgos for counting purposes. For 
example, men and women went into the plaza after Mass and were separated by 
cacicazgo in order to facilitate the identification of those who did not attend religious 
services (Escandón 1965, 94). The Guaraní also received goods distributed from mission 
supplies based on their lineage group. When distributing beef rations to the mission 
population, a Guaraní secretary called the name of each family by cacicazgo (Escandón 
1965, 110; Cardiel 1919, 484). Whether the result of Jesuit orders or Guaraní preferences, 
such frequent and regular separation into cacicazgos likely reinforced an Indian’s sense 
of identity as being part of a particular lineage group. Separating the mission population 
into cacicazgos also facilitated governance. With the average population of a mission 
ranging between 2,500 and 4,700 inhabitants over the course of the eighteenth century, 
cacicazgos divided mission inhabitants into smaller and more manageable groups.
13
 
In the missions, there was a close association between cacicazgos and their 
hereditary leaders, the caciques. Between 1735 and 1801, the censuses generally 
identified caciques as following a single bloodline and cacicazgos labeled with the 
surname of their cacique. For example, whenever a daughter inherited a cacicazgo in 
Mission Loreto the 1735 census recorded “don [surname] cacicato inherited a daughter of 
the deceased cacique named [daughter’s name].”14 In recognition of their status as 
hereditary elite, the Jesuits treated caciques as minor nobility with vassals (Kern 1982, 
38-43). Caciques used the title of “don” and had special roles during mission festivities. 
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The Jesuits wanted the caciques to serve as hereditary leaders who would organize and 
direct their cacicazgo members under the missionaries’ guidance.  
In addition to the position of cacique, new leadership positions also developed in 
the missions. To assist the two missionaries in each mission, the Jesuits established a 
Spanish-style Guaraní cabildo (town council). The cabildo ideally consisted of a 
corregidor (the head of the cabildo), lieutenant corregidor who assisted the corregidor, 
two alcaldes ordinarios (municipal magistrates), four regidores (secondary officers), an 
alcalde de hermandad (lower ranking military officer), an alférez real (royal ensign), a 
alguacil mayor (constable), a mayordomo or procurador (steward) and a secretary 
(Cardiel 1989, 65).
15
 In contrast to caciques, cabildo membership was supposed to be 
temporary. In theory, cabildo membership changed each year with the outgoing cabildo 
members electing the incoming members. In practice, the Jesuits intervened in the 
decision-making process. They added or removed names and then sent the final list to the 
Spanish governor of the region for his approval (Cardiel 1989, 65-66). 
The Jesuits envisioned the dozen or so members of the cabildo as the most 
powerful body of Guaraní leaders and they treated the head of the cabildo (the 
corregidor) as their right-hand man and gave him a large degree of authority. His title of 
poroquaitara in Guaraní translated into “he that arranges that which has to be done” 
(Hernández 1913, 1:110). In addition to his leadership position in the cabildo, the 
corregidor also served as the head of his mission’s militia unit (Wilde 2009, 75).  
While the Jesuits’ formally charged cabildo members with communicating and 
enforcing the missionaries’ instructions to the rest of the mission population, Jesuit 
writings indirectly acknowledge that cabildo members had the ability to act 
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independently or even in conflict with the Jesuits. In 1760, Jesuit missionary Juan de 
Escandón wrote an extended letter describing the spiritual and temporal governance of 
the Guaraní missions to another Jesuit, Andrés Marcos Burriel. Escandón’s stated 
purpose was to defend the Jesuits against “the heretics (herejes) who up to now called 
[the missions] the Jesuit Empire, and now others call with the less pompous title the 
Republic of the Jesuit Fathers of Paraguay” (1965, 87). In this letter, Escandón presented 
the priest as the ultimate decision-maker in a mission, but if read closely his writings 
show that the power structure was not so clear-cut. The cabildo had the ability to reshape 
and change the priest’s decisions and orders. Escandón asserted that every day after Mass 
cabildo members met with the mission priest to discuss judicial and economic matters. 
First, cabildo members informed the priest of who had been sent to the mission jail or the 
women’s dormitory. Without identifying the arbiter, Escandón explained that a decision 
was made as to whether to punish or liberate the individual. Next, the priest told cabildo 
members the work that the mission population should accomplish during that day. All of 
this, Escandón stated, “is executed in the same manner as is done in a well governed 
family where each day [the family] executes what the father of the family commands” 
(Escandón 1965, 107).
16
 While Escandón presented the priest as the ultimate decision-
maker in a mission, elsewhere in the same letter he indirectly admitted that cabildo 
members also held a significant amount of power. For example, when explaining that 
cabildo members communicated the plan for planting crops to the rest of the mission 
population, he acknowledged that they had come to the agreement with the priest (1965, 
114). In addition to influencing the priest during such meetings, Escandón also 
acknowledged that cabildo members sometimes altered the priest’s instructions when 
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repeating this information to the rest of the mission population. He indirectly alluded to 
cabildo members putting their own twist on the Jesuits’ instructions, talks, and sermons 
by reinterpreting or revising them. When asked to repeat a sermon, he admitted that 
cabildo members usually communicated only part of the essence of the speech and only 
rarely the entire speech (1965, 96). Such conversations were conducted in Guaraní. The 
missionaries spoke Guaraní. While some Guaraní learned Spanish, the majority of the 
mission population did not.  
Of all the leadership positions in the missions, the cabildo was most important. 
Cabildo members tended to be the main mediators between the Jesuits, other Spanish 
officials, and the Guaraní, and thus, exercised significant power. The principal leadership 
role played by cabildo members, and some caciques, was especially apparent during the 
Guaraní War. Cabildo members decided who led the opposition and the military leaders 
were chosen from their ranks. Caciques from Missions San Luis, San Lorenzo, and San 
Miguel who opposed the Treaty of Madrid elected the first resistance leader – the 
lieutenant corregidor of San Miguel, Alejandro Mbaruari. After Mbaruari’s death, an 
assembly of corregidors and military leaders from four missions named the corregidor of 
San Miguel José Tiarayú as leader.  Of the four Guaraní leaders of the rebellion 
mentioned by Lía Quarleri all were either cabildo members and/or caciques. When the 
opposition movement expanded and a corregidor continued to advocate the relocation of 
his mission in acquiescence to the Treaty of Madrid, other Guaraní leaders removed him 
from office. This occurred to the following corregidors: Cristóbal Payre of San Miguel, 
Miguel Guayo of San Nicolás, Felipe Santiago Aycura of San Juan Bautista, and Nicolás 
Yacaruy of San Lorenzo (Quarleri 2008, 104-7 and 2009, 177-78).
17
 Cabildo members, 
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and some caciques, also sent letters to Spanish authorities protesting the Treaty of 
Madrid. These leaders, along with Guaraní mayordomos (stewards) communicated with 
each other in writing regarding the war (Neumann 2004 and 2007).  
In addition to the cabildo, the Jesuits created a variety of other new leadership 
positions in the missions. An overseer was named to supervise almost every mission 
activity. Sacristans helped the missionaries with the administration of sacraments and 
other religious and church-related functions (Escándon 1965, 90). A separate leader was 
named for each of the artisan trades and almost every type of work project (Cardiel 1989, 
67). For example, a zoorerequadra (he who cares for the meat) oversaw the slaughter of 
cattle and the distribution of meat (Escándon 1965, 110). Separate Guaraní leaders also 
oversaw the affairs of the women, boys, and girls (Cardiel 1989, 67; Escándon 1965, 88, 
92, and 116).
18
  
Clearly the political and social structure of the missions changed over time. This 
essay explores the role of the caciques in this complex political structure as of the 
eighteenth century when the Guaraní missions had reached maturity. While the 
organizational importance of the cacicazgo suggests a key role for caciques, the various 
different leadership positions and the privileges awarded to the cabildo suggest a reduced 
role. Information gleaned from mission censuses provides some answers to these 
questions.  
Censuses as Sources 
The Jesuits compiled two different types of records of the Guaraní population that 
served distinct purposes. In one, the Jesuits wrote yearly summaries of the mission 
population and Catholic sacraments in order to quantify Catholic practices by the 
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Guaraní. On a single page, the Jesuits recorded the yearly number of baptisms, weddings, 
deaths (generally correlated with last rites), and communions in all of the thirty missions. 
The page also generally listed the total number of individuals, families, widows, 
widowers, and children in each mission.
19
 Ernesto J. A. Maeder, Alfredo S. C. Bolsi, 
Massimo Livi-Bacci, and Robert Jackson use this information to analyze broad 
demographic trends in the mission population (Maeder 1989; Maeder and Bolsi 1980 and 
1982; Livi-Bacci and Maeder 2004; Livi-Bacci 2008, 195-223; Jackson 2004, 2005, and 
2008).  
 The second type of mission census served an entirely different purpose: counting 
the mission population for taxation. Unlike missions elsewhere, the Guaraní missions had 
to pay the Crown tribute equivalent to one peso for each male between eighteen and fifty 
years of age each year.
20
 Caciques and their eldest sons were exempt. In addition, each 
mission did not have to pay tribute on behalf of the disabled or habitually ill, fugitives 
absent from the mission, Indians baptized within the last twenty years, and twelve 
Guaraní leaders (most frequently church officials). In an attempt to identify each mission 
inhabitant as either qualifying or not qualifying for tribute assessment, missionaries 
compiled periodic censuses that named each member of the mission population, included 
all relevant information for tribute calculation, and grouped everyone according to 
cacicazgo.  
 The census began by specifying a cacicazgo and identifying the first and last 
name of the cacique, and frequently his age. Next was the cacique’s wife’s first name, 
generally followed by her maiden name; the names and ages of his male sons; and the 
names of his daughters. The census also mentioned if a person was a fugitive, habitually 
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ill, or baptized within the previous twenty years. Following the same format, the census 
then listed each of the families in the cacicazgo. After the families, the census separately 
listed all of the male orphans, female orphans, and widows pertaining to the cacicazgo. 
The same process was repeated for each cacicazgo. In this manner, the number of males 
for which the mission had to pay tribute could easily be calculated. Frequently, the census 
summarized all of the information relevant to calculating tribute at the end of the 
document. 
The sheer volume of information recorded in these periodic censuses is daunting. 
The comprehensive census of 1735 listed the name of every one of the 110,303 
inhabitants of the thirty missions and situated each individual within a nuclear family and 
cacicazgo. The information pertaining to a single mission filled its own volume, each of 
which was often well over one hundred pages in length. The 1735 census of Mission 
Nicolas – the largest of the thirty missions – totaled 232 pages. Such comprehensive 
censuses have been found for all of the thirty missions in 1735, 1772, 1784, 1799, and 
1801. In addition, censuses from 1759 have been located for Missions Santa Ana and 
Corpus Christi.
21
 
The censuses contain valuable information about mission inhabitants but their 
weaknesses and shortcomings must also be taken into account. Just as modern-day 
censuses are not entirely accurate, the eighteenth century mission censuses also have 
errors. The large number of mission inhabitants increased the likelihood that census-
takers missed some individuals, over-counted some people, or inaccurately calculated 
totals. Absenteeism was also a problem. The missions regularly sent Indians on such 
tasks as hunting cattle, gathering yerba maté (Paraguayan tea), participating in militia 
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service, visiting other missions, or taking trade goods to Buenos Aires or Santa Fe. These 
individuals might be either under-counted or over-counted in the censuses. The total 
number of inhabitants summed at the end of a mission census was especially prone to 
errors given that census-takers did not subtotal at the end of each page or at the end of a 
cacicazgo. Still, the margin of error was fairly small.  
The dense urban layout of the mission and the census-taker’s attention to detail 
facilitated accuracy. Each mission had a formulaic geometric urban plan with each 
nuclear family living in its own housing unit. The neatly organized rectangular rows of 
Indian housing units meant that family homes could easily be identified, and thus, the 
census-taker could readily determine each nuclear family in the mission.
22
  
[Insert Diagram 1: Mbarire Caciques, 1735-1801] 
The fact that individuals and their family members can be traced over decades 
confirms that the censuses were fairly accurate. For example, the Mbarire family can be 
tracked in the Corpus Christi census from 1735 to 1801 (See Diagram 1). In the 1735 
census, Marcelino (36 years) was married to Paulina Chaya and they had four children – 
Marcelino’s eldest son Rafael (14 years), Pablo (3 years), Magdalena, and Anna. In the 
1759 census, Marcelino’s eldest son Rafael (now 38 years) was cacique and married to 
Angela Guyagui (37 years). They had two children – Raphaela (12 years) and Magdalena 
(7 years). Thirteen years later in 1772, Rafael (51 years) remained cacique, but now he 
was married to Eufracia and had two children – Juan de la Cruz (5 years) and Liberata (9 
years). In 1784, Rafael’s only identifiable son, Juan de la Cruz (no age), was cacique. 
Fifteen years later in 1799, Juan de la Cruz remained cacique. He was married to Barbara 
Ati and they had a son – José Mariano. In 1801, Juan de la Cruz was still cacique and 
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married to Barbara Ati. Their son, Mariano (age 6), was likely the same José Mariano 
identified in 1799. As the example of the Mbarire family demonstrates, individuals can 
be traced from generation to generation in the censuses based on names and ages. Such 
consistency allows for a reliable identification of cacicazgo succession patterns. 
To date, scholars have only begun to explore the wealth of information contained 
in these comprehensive censuses.
23
 Robert H. Jackson uses the 1759 census of Mission 
Corpus Christi to summarize the age and gender structure of that mission (2004). 
Branislava Susnik also utilizes censuses from 1735 and the post-Jesuit period. While her 
findings focus primarily on the demographics, Susnik also draws some conclusions about 
cacicazgos. Susnik found that the number of cacicazgos increased in two missions 
between 1657 and 1735, which she attributes primarily to the Jesuits’ efforts to limit the 
size of a single mission’s population by sending offshoots of a cacicazgo to another 
mission and secondarily to new converts who joined a mission as a cacicazgo. In the 
post-Jesuit period, Susnik argues that many cacicazgos existed only in name and were 
effectively either extinguished or added to other cacicazgos (1966, 113-15). This essay 
differs from Susnik in that it focuses primarily on the period 1735 to 1759. I find that 
instead of increasing, the number of cacicazgos either remained relatively constant or 
declined. Cacicazgo succession mainly followed male primogeniture succession and 
when a cacicazgo was eliminated, it was generally because a cacique died without a son 
to inherit the position.  
Cacique Succession, Missions Santa Ana and Corpus Christi, 1735 to 1759  
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In 1735 and 1759, the Jesuits recorded the entire population of both Missions 
Santa Ana and Corpus Christi. These were tumultuous years for the Guaraní missions. In 
the 1730s, the missions faced a series of multiple hardships: epidemics, military service, 
drought, and the Comunero Revolt in Paraguay.
24
 Between 1732 and 1740 the total 
mission population declined by almost half (from 141,182 to 73,910) due to flight and 
deaths (Maeder and Bolsi 1980, 44). In the 1750s, the seven Guaraní missions east of the 
Uruguay River had to relocate according to terms of the Treaty of Madrid signed by the 
Spanish and Portuguese Crowns in 1750. Many of the Guaraní refused to comply, and as 
a result, the Guaraní War broke out and the missions lost a significant amount of wealth 
and resources before the treaty was repealed in 1761.
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 Given their location on the left 
bank of the Uruguay River, Missions Santa Ana and Corpus Christi were less affected by 
these events than other missions. As a result, their cacicazgos showed fewer disruptions 
in 1759 than in 1735. In contrast to 1735, both Santa Ana and Corpus Christi had a larger 
percentage of adult male caciques and no caciques or their families were fugitives in 
1759. 
The twenty-four year lapse between the two censuses is short enough in most 
cases to trace cacicazgo leadership over time and see how the position of cacique passed 
from one person to another. Between 1735 and 1759, cacicazgo leadership remained 
remarkably stable. About thirty percent of the caciques in 1759 had the position in 1735 – 
fourteen of Santa Ana’s thirty-nine caciques and twelve of Corpus Christi’s forty-six 
caciques (See Table 1). A much larger number – twenty-five of Santa Ana’s caciques and 
thirty-two of Corpus Christi’s caciques – were caciques who did not have the position in 
 21 
1735. In addition, to the cacicazgos that had existed in 1735, Corpus Christi added two 
new cacicazgos while Santa Ana eliminated eight.  
[Insert Table 1: Cacicazgo Leadership, 1735 to 1759] 
What led Corpus Christi to add two new cacicazgos? Corpus Christi’s population 
increase from 2,669 to 4,753 between 1735 and 1759 was not the reason.
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 Instead, the 
new cacicazgos were composed of newly converted Guañana Indians who joined Corpus 
Christi during those years. Between 1722 and 1737, the Jesuits made a concerted effort to 
establish a mission among the Gê-speaking Guañana who were dispersed in the region 
north of the Guaraní missions along the Paraná River (Machón 1996, 19-28; Cortesão 
1955, 247). As one of the Jesuits charged with the task admitted, Guañana disinterest had 
prevented its full accomplishment.
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 Despite this overall failure, the Jesuits convinced 
some Guañana to join Corpus Christi, the northern-most mission on the right bank of the 
Paraná River. As of 1722, some Guañana joined Corpus Christi and in 1724, the mission 
added two new Guañana cacicazgos. Corpus Christi was one of the few missions to 
incorporate cacicazgos of newly converted Indians.
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 Between all of the thirty missions, 
only four caciques – the two from Corpus Christi plus two others –converted and joined 
one of the thirty Guaraní mission between 1715 and 1735. No other caciques had 
converted and joined a Guaraní mission during the twenty years prior to 1735. The 
remaining 1,102 cacicazgos had been a part of the Guaraní missions for over a 
generation.  
The number of Guañana Indians in Corpus Christi remained small. In 1735, the 
two Guañana cacicazgos had ten families. By 1759, Corpus Christi had four Guañana 
cacicazgos with thirty families.
29
 According to Branislava Susnik, the Guañana 
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population formed a separate barrio in Corpus Christi (1966, 136). While this may have 
been true, censuses also show that some Guañana families at least initially joined Guaraní 
cacicazgos.
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 Furthermore, Guañana women married Guaraní men and became identified 
with Guaraní cacicazgos and Guaraní women married Guañana men and became 
identified with Guañana cacicazgos.
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According to the Jesuit priest assigned to the mission, the thirty-six to forty 
Guañana Indians who had joined Corpus Christi between 1722 and 1725 had married 
Guaraní spouses and integrated into the mission by 1734.
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 The 1735 census of Corpus 
Christi recorded ten Guañana families belonging to pre-existing Guaraní cacicazgos.
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The other twenty-nine Guaraní missions incorporated even fewer newly converted 
Indians – either as part of their own cacicazgos or into pre-existing Guaraní cacicazgos. 
Of the 25,165 families in all of the Guaraní missions, the census takers only classified 
sixty-four were as newly converted Indians who had been baptized between 1715 and 
1735.  
 Unlike Corpus Christi, Santa Ana eliminated cacicazgos. Instead of creating new 
cacicazgos of recently converted Indians, Santa Ana incorporated five newly converted 
Indian families into pre-existing Guaraní cacicazgos. Even though Santa Ana’s 
population grew from 4,083 to 5,147 between 1735 and 1759, the mission did not create 
new cacicazgos. Instead, Santa Ana dismantled some of its cacicazgos; only thirty-nine 
of its forty-seven cacicazgos remained in 1759. Why were these cacicazgos eliminated? 
Santa Ana’s approach to cacique succession provides some clues. 
Between 1735 and 1759, Mission Santa Ana generally maintained the father-to-
son hereditary structure of its cacicazgos (See Table 2). Of the twenty-five newly named 
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caciques, nineteen were over twenty-three years of age in 1759, and thus, their 
relationship to the previous cacique can be determined from the 1735 census. All but one 
of these nineteen caciques were the sons of previous caciques. No females served as 
caciques in 1759. Only one cacique did not follow the parent-to-child succession pattern; 
he was the brother of the previous cacique. The remaining six newly named caciques 
were born after 1735, and thus their exact relationship to the previous cacique cannot be 
determined. Likely, they also were offspring of the previous cacique. In contrast, in the 
case of the eight cacicazgos that disappeared, the former caciques probably died without 
male offspring. In 1735, two of these eight caciques did not have any children, two only 
had female children, three had one son, and one had two sons. Given the high mortality 
rates suffered by the Guaraní, it would not be surprising if the male bloodline of these 
caciques had died out and any living daughter was not named as cacique.  
[Insert Table 2: Cacique Succession, 1735-1759] 
Instead of remaining true to the father-to-son hereditary structure like Santa Ana, 
Corpus Christi maintained the integrity of its cacicazgos and found caciques for all of its 
cacicazgos. Of the thirty-two newly named caciques, twenty-one were over twenty-three 
years of age in 1759, and thus, their relationship to the previous cacique can be 
determined from the 1735 census. Only seven of the twenty-one were sons of the former 
cacique. Unlike Santa Ana, most of the caciques – fourteen of the twenty-one – were not 
the sons of the former cacique. Five of the cacicazgos followed sibling succession with 
the leadership position filled by either the brother or nephew of the 1735 cacique. Three 
caciques were more distant relatives of the 1735 cacique and five of the caciques did not 
have any clear relationship to the 1735 cacique. In addition, Corpus Christi had three 
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female caciques in 1759, all who were born after 1735. Cacicazgos that did not follow 
father-son succession likely did so because the former cacique died without a male heir. 
Only one of the caciques whose cacicazgo passed to a sibling, distant relative, or an 
unknown person had more than one son in 1735. All the other thirteen caciques had one 
or fewer male offspring.  
The cases of the Aguaiy/Mandagui and Ybape cacicazgos in Mission Corpus 
Christi suggest that a person unrelated to the former cacique could become cacique if a 
relative could not be found. In 1735, Bartholome Aguaiy (the cacique of the Aguaiy 
cacicazgo) was forty-four years old and had one daughter. Nobody else in the cacicazgo 
shared the same surname. In contrast, ten of the fourteen families had the surname 
Mandagui. In 1759, Santiago Mandagui – of no clear relation to the previous cacique – 
became cacique. Subsequent caciques also carried the Mandagui instead of the Aguaiy 
surname.  
The Ybape cacicazgo not only points to the naming of a successor from outside of 
the previous cacique’s nuclear family, but also to the removal of an individual from the 
position of cacique. In 1735, thirty-seven year-old Don Gaspar Yeyu Ybape was the 
cacique of the Ybape cacicazgo. The cacicazgo had only two families – that of the 
cacique and his eldest son. Interestingly, Don Gaspar’s son (Don Manuel Yeyu) did not 
carry the Ybape surname. In addition to these two families, the cacicazgo had three 
orphans, fifteen year-old Simeon Yeyu, sixteen year-old Antonio Yrata, and fourteen 
year-old Agustin Yeyu. In 1759, Gaspar Yeyu Ybape was no longer cacique of this 
cacicazgo. Instead, sixty-one year-old Gaspar Yeyu was listed as the second family. 
Gaspar had been removed and replaced as cacique. 
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None of Gaspar’s sons were listed as cacique in 1759; instead, forty-two year-old 
Simeon Ybape was now the cacique. Given the same first name and birth date, this 
Simeon Ybape must have been the orphaned Simeon Yeyu listed in 1735. Possibly both 
Gaspar and Simeon had the surname Yeyu because they inherited the Ybape cacicazgo 
through the bloodline of their mother or grandmother. If so, they originally had their 
father’s surname of Yeyu and had only acquired the Ybape surname upon becoming 
cacique. The same might have been true of the other four caciques mentioned above who 
could not be found in their respective cacicazgos as of 1735. When a female married 
outside of her cacicazgo, she and her children appeared as members of her husband’s 
cacicazgo and her children took the surname of their father. Thus, even though the 1759 
caciques of the Abaro, Aretu, Caitu, and Papa cacicazgos did not appear in their 
respective cacicazgos in 1735, they could still have had a hereditary claim to the 
cacicazgo through the bloodline of their mother. Even so, such a connection was far from 
the direct father-to-son succession promoted by the Jesuits.  
The 1735 and 1759 censuses show that both Santa Ana and Corpus Christi 
followed European hereditary practices by passing cacicazgo leadership from father to 
son whenever possible. Even so, complications in succession frequently arose. Just like 
European monarchs and nobles, Guaraní caciques frequently died without leaving an 
adult male heir. Sometimes the heir was a minor. Other times, a cacique left only 
daughters. In more complicated circumstances, a Guaraní cacique did not leave any 
surviving offspring. High mortality rates increased the probability of such an outcome. 
As with indigenous peoples throughout the Americas, many Guaraní died from European 
diseases such as smallpox and measles.
34
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 When a male heir did not exist, the two missions’ strategies differed. In only one 
of nineteen cases, Santa Ana diverged from father-to-son succession. In all other 
instances, Santa Ana discontinued the cacicazgo rather than name someone who was not 
the son of the former cacique. In contrast, Corpus Christi maintained all of its cacicazgos 
by appointing caciques who were not the male offspring of the previous cacique. The 
different composition of the two missions might explain such contrasting practices. Santa 
Ana was founded with some 6,000 Indians and after 1718 slowly incorporated some Tape 
Guaraní cacicazgos. In contrast, Corpus Christi agglomerated different groups of Guaraní 
from its inception and later the non-Guaraní Guañana (Susnik 1966, 136 and 161). Such a 
mixture of various indigenous groups might have reduced social cohesion among Corpus 
Christi’s population, and thus made it necessary to maintain cacicazgos even when 
caciques died without a son. Despite such differences, male primogeniture succession 
prevailed in both missions whenever there was a male heir. While informative about the 
missions’ strict adherence to male primogeniture succession, this conclusion does not 
address the caciques’ leadership role. Expanding our study to encompass cacique 
leadership in all of the thirty Guaraní missions as of 1735 sheds light on the extent to 
which caciques were effective leaders or intermediaries.   
Cacique Leadership, Thirty Missions, 1735  
Scholarship about the Guaraní missions tends to highlight the caciques’ leadership 
position. As Guillermo Wilde proposes,  
…the indigenous leaders and their followers were the base of the political 
organization of the mission and were fundamental to its continuity and 
dynamism…These leaders came to call themselves ‘caciques’ with the title of 
‘Don’ and their followers ‘cacicazgo members’ or simply ‘vassals’, occupying 
positions in colonial institutions like the cabildos that were imposed in all of the 
missions (2009, 23).
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In contrast to Wilde, I propose that while cacicazgos played an important role in 
organizing the mission population, not all caciques exercised power and authority. Rather 
than strengthening their legitimacy, as scholars have argued for caciques elsewhere in 
colonial Latin America, hereditary birthright did not necessarily bestow legitimacy as a 
leader. Rather, such a qualification sometimes meant that an individual who did not have 
the cacicazgo members’ respect was named as cacique, and thus, in at least in some cases 
caciques functioned as placeholders or figureheads for organizing the mission population 
rather than as actual leaders. 
 The 1735 census shows that male primogeniture succession led to the 
appointment of some caciques who did not have the respect of their followers. The 
Guaraní looked for qualities in their leaders such as eloquence and generosity, in addition 
to bloodline. Cacique succession in the missions did not allow such flexibility. Male 
primogeniture succession limited the successor to the eldest son regardless of his personal 
attributes. In cases where there was no son, the successor tended to be the closest living 
relative. Cacique succession in the missions rarely took into account any other leadership 
qualities than descent, and as Guillermo Wilde has highlighted, the Guaraní sometimes 
contested such successions (2006, 137-44).  
 Adherence to male primogeniture succession also led to the appointment of 
individuals who did not exhibit leadership qualities for a variety of reasons, in addition to 
a lack of charisma. If the cacique left no adult male heir, the first option was to give the 
position to the eldest underage son. In the missions, a male was considered an adult at the 
age of eighteen for tribute purposes and seventeen for marriage purposes. In 1735, fifteen 
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percent of all of the caciques in the thirty missions (170 out of 1,102) were males under 
the age of eighteen (see Table 3). Minors, especially young children, did not always have 
the ability to command respect and actively lead their cacicazgos. 
[Insert Table 3: Caciques of the Thirty Guaraní Missions, 1735] 
If the cacique left no male heirs, a second option was to pass the position to a 
daughter. This happened less frequently. In 1735, three percent of all cacicazgos (34 out 
of 1,102) had passed to the daughter of a cacique. In such cases, it was not always clear 
who acted as cacique. When the daughter was a unmarried child (the Jesuits tried to 
enforce marriage for females at the age of fifteen), the census frequently specified that 
the cacicazgo passed to her. For example, the census of Mission Cosme stated that the 
cacicazgo of Don Christobal Taruima inherited an only daughter of the deceased cacique 
and her name was Maria Magdalena Apora. When the daughter was an adult, the census 
was often more ambiguous about who assumed the leadership role. For example, in the 
census of Mission Concepción, the entry pertaining to the cacicazgo of Don Poti simply 
listed the first family as thirty-six year-old Christobal Guari and his wife, Maria Rosa 
Cuyabe, daughter of the deceased cacique. The entry did not include “don” or “doña” to 
specify who was cacique – the daughter, the son-in-law, or both.   
The relatively high number of child caciques, and possibly the female caciques, 
challenges the idea that this person held the most power within a cacicazgo and raises 
questions about the leadership capabilities of such individuals. In Mission San Tomé, did 
the ninety-three cacicazgo members follow the orders of cacique Damaso Maragua, a 
three year-old toddler? Could a three year-old assign plots of land for agriculture and 
direct his followers in their labors? Likewise, given the strict gender roles taught by the 
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Jesuits and pre-contact Guaraní preferences for male caciques, it is unclear how much 
power a female cacique could have. In Mission Itapua, did the forty-two families 
pertaining to the cacicazgo of Don Guirapici listen to and obey Bibiana Marta, the 
daughter who inherited the cacicazgo after her father’s death? 
A cacique might be incapable of or unwilling to assume responsibility for 
managing a cacicazgo due to a disability, an accident, or an assortment of other reasons. 
For example in Mission Candelaria, the forty-five year-old cacique, Pasqual Curapiu, was 
identified as habitually infirm for two years. Potentially such illness or disability 
prevented Don Curapiu from fulfilling all of his duties as a cacique. 
The question of who led a cacicazgo was even more pronounced in cases when a 
cacique fled the mission or was absent for an extended period of time. An Indian could 
legally leave a mission only with the Spanish governor’s written authorization 
(Recopilación de leyes de los reynos de las Indias 1680, Book VI, Title III, Laws IIX and 
IX; Book VI, Title XVII, Law VI). Guaraní fled the missions during difficult times. Rates 
of flight intensified in the 1730s due to the aforementioned series of hardships: military 
conflict, disease, and drought. Ernesto Maeder and Alfredo Bolsi estimate that over 
17,000 Guaraní left the missions between 1733 and 1740 (1980, 17). Some of the 
fugitives were native elite. The 1735 census listed three percent (28 out of 1,102) of the 
caciques as fugitives. One cacique had been absent for less than a year and the rest had 
been away for between one and three years. As fugitives these caciques could not fulfill 
the leadership role associated with this position. 
In the most extreme cases, a cacicazgo did not have a cacique. For two percent 
(22 out of 1,102) of the cacicazgos, the former cacique had died without an heir and a 
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replacement cacique had not been named. Who was in charge of the cacicazgo in such 
cases? One possibility was that a Guaraní administrator either formally or informally 
assumed responsibility. There is little direct reference to such individuals; in the 1735 
census, only two of the thirty missions identify administrators in charge of cacicazgos.  
Where the cacique was normally identified, the census-taker listed administrators 
as the head of nine cacicazgos pertaining to Mission Santa María la Mayor. All of the 
administrators were older males, aged thirty-four to forty-five. Given that six of the nine 
had the same surname as the cacicazgo, most were probably brothers or other relatives of 
the deceased caciques. An administrator was listed for each of the two cacicazgos 
without a cacique – those of Don Cañarima and Don Tiariya. One of the two cacicazgos 
inherited by a daughter of the deceased cacique also had an administrator. This was 
because Rosalia Mboiri was likely a child. If an adult, she would have either been 
married or widowed and not listed as single; censuses never identified any single adult 
females. In contrast, the cacicazgo inherited by Roselia Cuñaete, the married daughter of 
Don Apuribiyu, did not have an administrator. For her cacicazgo, it is unclear who was in 
charge. Neither Rosalia Cuñaete nor her nineteen year-old husband, Sebastian Tiariya, 
were identified as either the cacique or the administrator of the cacicazgo. Similarly, six 
of the eight cacicazgos with male caciques under the age of eighteen had administrators. 
Both a married seventeen year-old cacique (who was likely capable of managing the 
cacicazgo himself) and an unmarried twelve year-old cacique did not have 
administrators. Although the census of Santa María la Mayor only mentioned 
administrators when there was no cacique or the cacique was too young to govern by 
himself or herself, other circumstances such as a cacique who was a fugitive, habitually 
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ill or otherwise incapable of exercising a leadership role might have necessitated that 
someone like an administrator take charge of a cacicazgo.  
The only other mission to explicitly identify an administrator was Santos 
Mártires, and this was under unique circumstances. Marcos Moncado was identified as 
the administrator of the Yrama cacicazgo. What is especially noteworthy is that Moncado 
was a free mulatto. According to the body of laws related to Spanish territory in the 
Americas and the Philippines issued by Carlos II in 1680, no Spaniard, Negro, Mestizo, 
or Mulatto could reside in a mission (Recopilación de Leyes de los Reynos de las Indias, 
1680, Book VI, Title III, Law xxi). While formally acknowledging that the king’s orders 
forbade Mulattos from living in the missions, Jesuit missionary José Cardiel, who worked 
in the Guaraní missions from 1731 to 1743 and from 1754 to 1768, wrote that a Mulatto 
resided in a Guaraní mission and had incorporated himself into a cacicazgo. According to 
Cardiel, in contrast to what was expected the unnamed mulatto had married a Guaraní 
woman who was the daughter of a cacique and heir to a cacicazgo. Cardiel claimed that 
the unnamed Mulatto commanded respect from the members of the cacicazgo and that he 
had risen to a position of power in the mission (Cardiel 1919, 470 and 499).
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Even though only two mission censuses in 1735 identified administrators as being 
in charge of cacicazgos, the relatively few documented cases do not necessarily mean that 
it was a rare practice. Given that an administrator was not exempt from tribute, and the 
calculation of the mission’s total tribute obligation was the purpose of the census, there 
was no motivation to identify administrators in a census. Thus, administrators might have 
existed even though they did not appear in a census. Furthermore, given that 
administrators seemed to often have functioned as regents for underage caciques, they 
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likely continued to exercise influence if not leadership powers once the cacique became 
of age. 
Another way that the mission regime compensated for either ineffective caciques 
or an excessively small cacicazgo was to consolidate such cacicazgos into larger groups. 
Cardiel called these larger groups tribus or parcialidades. In contrast in the Andes, a 
parcialidad or ayllu was a subset of a cacicazgo (Quishpe 1999, 106). Consolidation into 
parcialidades was especially useful for dealing with small cacicazgos that only had a few 
members. In the 1735 census, cacicazgos had an average of twenty-six families but this 
average disguised wide variations between missions.
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 Mission San Ignacio Mini 
averaged only eight families in each of its cacicazgos while Mission Concepción 
averaged forty-six families. Some cacicazgos had the cacique and his nuclear family as 
the only members, while at least several cacicazgos had close to one hundred families. A 
cacicazgo with only a few members meant that the cacique had few people to lead. In 
contrast, a cacicazgo with one hundred or more families (approximately 450 people) 
potentially stretched a cacique’s leadership capabilities.38 According to Cardiel, a 
parcialidad was made up of four to six cacicazgos and a mission had up to eight or ten 
parcialidades but the exact number varied based on the size of the pueblo. Parcialidades 
were not only a way to combine small cacicazgos into more meaningful units for 
organizational purposes, parcialidades also created leadership opportunities for non-
caciques. Per Cardiel, a cabildo member served as the boss or supervisor of the 
parcialidad and overseers policed the caciques and cacicazgo members during the 
agricultural season (1989, 67-68; 1900, 292-293; 1919, 473).
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In his description of mission labor projects, Jesuit missionary Antonio Sepp did 
not even mention caciques.  
For governing the Indians in temporal matters, the experience that I have had over 
many years and in many missions has taught me that the only way is to always 
divide them into crews (en quadrilla). In each crew there cannot be more, sooner 
less, than ten according to their labor. Each crew should have an overseer or 
secretary who has their Names written in a leather book, in the same way that the 
Musicians count who is missing from Mass on Sunday” (Sepp 1962, 116).  
 
 Jesuit writings highlighted the caciques’ noble status and the importance of the 
cacicazgos in organizing the mission population, but they focused far less attention on the 
caciques’ actual leadership activities. In fact, they often expressed concern that caciques 
were not exercising enough of a leadership role. In 1742, the head of the Jesuit province 
of Paraguay (padre provincial) Antonio Machoni provided specific instructions for the 
missionaries to cultivate caciques as native leaders. In his guidelines, Machoni admitted 
that the Guaraní did not always respect or obey their caciques.  
Show some more respect to all of the caciques and honor their person so 
that their vassals respect them and venerate them. And for all those who 
are capable and show good behavior, give them an office in the cabildo 
and in the functions of the church. Give them all a seat in the benches, 
after the military leaders. Do this because some are seen as debased and 
are not at all esteemed by their vassals and are without the spirit to govern 
them because of the poverty that they find themselves. The priest will help 
them with the necessary and decent clothing appropriate to their state and 
for their wives and children. Pay special attention to [their children] in 
their upbringing, putting them in the school so that they learn to read and 
write even if they do not become singers.
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Machoni suggests that the cacicazgo members’ lack of respect for their caciques derived 
from the caciques’ lack of charisma (“some are seen as debased…and are without the 
spirit to govern”). His assessment points to problems arising from the missions’ 
adherence to male primogeniture succession; such a practice did not guarantee that a 
cacique was a capable and motivated leader respected by fellow Guaraní. 
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 Since strict adherence to hereditary succession did not guarantee that caciques 
were effective leaders, and many active leadership positions went to non-caciques. 
Kazuhisa Takeda found that the majority of Guaraní milita leaders were not caciques in 
the eighteenth century (2012). Indeed, the head of the Guaraní troops during much of the 
Guaraní War – Sepé (José Tiarayú) was a cabildo member but not a cacique of Mission 
San Miguel (Quarleri 2009, 253). Additionally, the fact that the missions had permission 
to exempt church officials and the corregidor from tribute suggests that these leaders 
often were not caciques (Cardiel 1919, 500).
41
 If they were caciques there would be no 
reason for this exemption; caciques and their first-born sons were already exempt from 
tribute. Most noteworthy is that the corregidor – the most powerful Guaraní leader in the 
Jesuit’s political hierarchy – was not always a cacique. In describing corregidors, Cardiel 
referred to leadership qualities without referring to the preference given to caciques. 
“Sometimes, when the governor is informed of the notable qualities and merits of a 
particular Indian, he confers to him a lifelong appointment as corregidor” (1919, 471). In 
contrast, Escandón acknowledged that preference was given to caciques for the position 
of corregidor but he also highlighted that leadership qualities valued more in such a 
decision. [A Corregidor] “is generally one of the most rational and an authority among 
the Indians. And because of that, if in all of the leaders there are two or more equal 
candidates, the one that is a cacique is elected” (1965, 107).  
 Such notable qualities, merits, rationality, and authority likely reflected at least in 
part Guaraní ideas about leadership. The Guaraní did not conceive of leadership ability as 
determined only by primogeniture succession. When describing who attended a mission 
school, Cardiel identified not only caciques but also an assortment of other leaders and he 
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did not differentiate between the respect that the Guaraní gave to non-cacique leaders 
versus caciques. “The children of the caciques, of the cabildo members, musicians, 
sacristans, overseers, and master artisans go to school; all are esteemed like nobility” 
(1919, 511-12). This description points to popular legitimacy not being limited to 
individuals with hereditary antecedents. 
Guaraní ideas about leadership were important for the naming of native leaders. 
To be effective, a leader had to be able to lead the Guaraní and to do so he or she needed 
respect. Male primogeniture succession did not guarantee such respect. In his 
instructions, Machoni complained that caciques were not always respected by their 
followers. In contrast, leaders gained the respect of their followers by exhibiting 
leadership qualities valued by the Guaraní. Such leaders can be characterized as 
charismatic. For example, when explaining why Don Ignacio Abierú was chosen as a 
Guaraní military leader a missionary highlighted that he was an Indian of valor who had 
distinguished himself “in service of the two majesties and of his homeland and was loved 
and feared and respected among all of the Indians.”42 As described earlier, before 
European contact the Guaraní valued in their leaders personal characteristics such as 
eloquence, generosity, and prestige gained through warfare. In addition to these qualities, 
the Guaraní also valued leaders with religious or healing powers. Although shamans had 
lost most of their power by the second half of the eighteenth century, acts that the Jesuits 
labeled as witchcraft still occurred in the missions (Wilde 2009, 115). Joseph Antonio 
Papá, a cacique from Corpus Christi, was accused of sorcery (hechicerías) in 1781 – over 
250 years after the founding of the mission (Wilde 2009, 258-59).
43
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Caciques who lacked leadership qualities functioned as figureheads or 
placeholders for organizing the mission population rather than as actual leaders or 
intermediaries. They did not actively lead the members of their cacicazgos. Instead, such 
caciques nominally represented their cacicazgo. The caciques’ importance was that 
through their inherited status, they preserved their cacicazgo. The cacicazgo, rather than 
the cacique, was most important to mission governance. The cacicazgos divided the 
mission population into smaller subsets for work projects, the distribution of communal 
supplies, and the calculation of tribute. These subsets, and by nominal association the 
cacique, served as the foundation for the missions’ governing structure.  
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